1. In the opening of sista.
Pe, t , s s docta, performed at the In challenging the "Euro-centric, linguistically convoluted" and "Western white male sexist and racially biased philosophical frameworks" that character ize U.S. academic institutions, bell hooks considers the possibility that the academy may be able to "produce theory that begins with the experiential before it enters the printed stage [...]" (I989:36). Of course, the academy already produces theory that begins with the experiential; that theory, however, does not support the material culture of the academy in which one is measured by what can be held and contained-a book, an article, a study. Print scholarship has been the primary product of academicians. Performance is not as readily reproducible and can never be copied with the same veracity as a book or es say. While this disappearing quality may be its virtue and strength, it also makes it difficult to measure in a system that rewards quantity, empirical data, and a marketability that relies on reproducibility. You can't pass a performance around the country for peer review, and videos of performance negate the presentness that is performance, thereby becoming a new art form unto themselves. Because performance has not fit neatly into the academy's methods of evaluation, performance has been given second-class status within the academy. Each time performance occurs within academically sanctioned events, it is a reminder of the limited ways in which success is earned in the academy and of the narrow definitions of academic theory. Performance is theory. It need not be written about in order for its theory to be present. Sandra L. Richards explains performance as theory in her analysis of Jamaican Jonkonnu and New Orleans Mardi Gras. Richards argues that "Afro carnival traditions constitute theory in motion" (1996: 3). Performance is reflective of a particular philosophy and set of theories about performance and African diasporic existence. Performance itself tells its worldview, its resistance, its politics. I agree with Peggy Phelan that:
Joni walks in a circle
[P]erformance theory often stops short of the affective and psychic weight of a piece in favor of a schematic grid, a diagram, a logical theory.
[...] The performance that interests me is not a literal "illustration" of a theoretical proposition but I find that much performance theory and criticism suggests it is or ought to be-and often the degree to which the performance disrupts the elegance of the theory is the degree to which it is said to be "flawed." (1995:186) Performance may be theorized about, but the theory of the performance is imbedded in the performance itself, "flaws" and all. The provocative question is not "What theory created this performance?" but "What theory is revealed through this performance?" Each time performance occurs within academically sanctioned events, it is a reminder of the limited ways in which success is earned in the academy and of the narrow definitions of academic theory. sista docta was the featured performance in the opening plenary session of the Second Annual Performance Studies Conference at Northwestern University in 1996. Rather than a keynote speech, the conference opened with performance. I was quite aware of the significance of this position. I felt as though I was challenging a tradition that has been hostile to performance, to women, to African Americans. For me, so much was riding on this performance among my peers and colleagues in performance studies. A strong performance could remind academics, even the converted, that we operate daily in institutions that belittle, ignore, or merely tolerate performance; the impact of a weak performance, especially in such a context, could have far-reaching consequences. As Wallace Bacon writes, "We have probably done ourselves some damage by offering in public too many bad performances" (1986:22). My very presence is female, and black female reads as a particular physical reality that, I felt, did not require direct comment. As Sander Gilman said of Igth-century art, "the black female thus comes to serve as an icon for black sexuality in general" (1985:23I). Gender, race, and sexuality are inscribed on my body by a world that reads me as such and by my conscious performance of my self that vociferously proclaims these identity markers. My black female body is a specific entity, a gestalt rather than a black and female body. It is a body that has been constructed in the U.S. as a service commodity. During the i8oos in the U.S., the black female body was breeder; ironically, that body was often depicted as asexual so as not to suggest the relationship between Honoring black femaleness and a black female epistemology is a direct challenge to the white male sensibility that characterizes the U.S. academy. While the performing black female body challenges white male dominance, it may also perpetuate some of the very images that the content of sista docta seeks to problematize. Gilman's analysis of the ways in which black and female came to be joined to the role of the prostitute remind me of what I may be communicating as I perform. I am very conscious of feeding notions of black women as eroticized, exoticized objects, as "more primitive [than white people], and therefore more sexually intensive" (Gilman I985:23I). Rather than subvert stereotypes about African American women and interrogate the precepts of the academy, I may actually give the audience a reason to believe the sexualized stereotypes and support the status quo's dismissal of black female sensibilities. Perhaps my dancing allows people to simply make me invisible, so very Other that I am disregarded.
Joni is seated in
Performance work in the academy subverts the mind/body split even while it appears to exist on the physical end of that inappropriate binary, because performance is at once physical and intellectual, visceral and cerebral. Audience members assume the role of White-Faculty-Members-at-the-FacultyParty. They speak from cards Joni distributes just before the performance: AUDIENCE MEMBER 1: You know we're moving. Well, it will be good to be in a city where the only people who stay home during the day aren't on welfare.
AUDIENCE MEMBER 2: Yeah, I think the move will be good for us. We just found a great house. It looks just like a plantation! To say the academy is dominated by white people is an obvious point that misses the more complex reality that white behavior patterns and white thinking dominate the academy. White is at the center of the academy's consciousness, so much so that people who exhibit white behavior patterns do not hesitate to make remarks about welfare and plantations, seemingly oblivious to any racial implications in their remarks. I gathered these and similar comments with varying degrees of white-centeredness from colleagues who gave me per- The truth is that it is the refusal to see race-the willful color blindness of the liberal camp-that acquiesces to the racial status quo, and does so by consigning blacks to a twilight zone where they are politically invisible.
In this way elements of the left unwittingly join the right [...]. (1995:135)
By being oblivious to the politics of their own whiteness and white consciousness, white faculty remain unable to see blackness, to experience black as a sociopolitical identity construct interwoven around and through a white identity construct. sista docta can confront the white-centered assumptions upon which the academy is based, insisting that white faculty acknowledge their contribution to the white sensibility of the academy.
While the bulk of the performance centers around my experience at predominantly European American institutions, I also include commentary about Historically Black Colleges and Universities. HBCUs tend to press the public debate regarding race, sometimes at the expense of gender and sexuality issues. Black women have often been advised to keep silent about sexism so as not to dilute the energy generated toward combating racism; to name oneself feminist can be seen as an act of betrayal.8 This has established the same kind of complicity in inequity that retreating white liberals have created.
Joni pounds out a step routine interspersed with words in the percussive step tradition of African American fraternities and sororities:
JJ: We are the sista doctas from the HBCUs but when we talk about our differences blacks give us the blues at black colleges they preach unity but forget feminism and sexuality! When a sista docta says "What about women's rights?" they tell her she's been hanging out with too many whites.
When her analysis includes sexualitaaaay, they say, "Hey! That sista docta sho nuff must be gay!" Performance work in the academy subverts the mind/body split even while it appears to exist on the physical end of that inappropriate binary, because performance is at once physical and intellectual, visceral and cerebral. However, the work that is revered in the academy separates the mind from the body and seems to negate, or at least ignore, overt physicality. Athletes and dancers who embody the theories that govern their work are ridiculed as "brawn-with-no-brain" or "airheaded bimbos," the implication being that there is a mind/body split, and that body work is inferior to mind work. While the content of sista docta encourages reflection, the performance is strenuous body work. One month prior to the performance I must adjust my participants institution , or the relationship of the participant to others present at the conference. Participation also necessitates a willingness to collaborate. Audience members may be reluctant to improvise because they feel they do not possess adequate skills, they might embarrass themselves in front of the highly judgmental conference audience, or the performance space might be too formal to enter. At the Northwestern conference, attendees offered all of these various reasons for not contributing to Forum Theatre. The situation was loaded on many levels, and I was not prepared for the long moments of prodding and cajoling that were necessary before some courageous souls joined me in the improvisation. This moment in the performance was asking the audience to behave in ways they were not accustomed t o behaving at ac ademic conferences. I wanted them to think and to do. I was sweating, the audience was squirming, and we were all hoping someone would please come to the stage! The prolonged waiting that followed my invitation to come into the performance space was strained, but I believe important work was happening in those moments. Everyone had to ask herself or himself why they were not getting up, why even the spirit of collegial support could not wrest them from their seats! What did it mean that those in performance studies would not heed the call to perform? I first used Forum Theatre techniques in sista docta at an Amherst College performance in 1995. The performance took place in the Gerald Penny Memorial Cultural Center, a warm old house used as a gathering place for African American students. It was casually adorned with a painting of Marcus Garvey, the Black National Flag, and fliers announcing upcoming events. The intimate room had an octagonal wood floor designated as the performance area, and the seating was right on the rim of this small space. The improvisation centered around an African American woman professor not receiving tenure, and her European American chairman coming to her office to tell her this news. The situation was adapted from an incident that had recently occurred at Amherst and was relayed to me before the performance by one of the sista doctas present. After I introduced the situation, encouraging audience members to cross race and gender in their portrayals, two audience members quickly assumed the roles. Both were students at local institutions and both said they had never performed before. They seemed comfortable in their performances, and the audience was eager to advise them and to adjust the scene. After bringing the scene to a close, I invited everyone who had given a suggestion to join us in the performance space. Several people traveled the few feet from their chairs to the center of the performance space, and we embraced as a way to return us all to our various selves. The ease of Forum Theatre in the Amherst performance left me ill-prepared for the tension and discomfort of Forum in the Northwestern performance! The Amherst performance was a one-evening event, attended primarily by local undergraduates, that was intended to jump-start a performance studies reading group across the several colleges and universities in the area. The Northwestern performance was attended by professors and graduate students, many of whom had moments before alighted from planes and vans and cars to attend the four-day conference. The performance space at Amherst was intimate and friendly; at Northwestern the performance took place in a formal theatrical space. At Amherst, my performance was preceded by Shannon Jackson's White Noises, which explores the construction of her whiteness. Her performance was selfreflexive and frequently humorous, and it created an open and responsive tone; at Northwestern sista docta was preceded by three brief speeches, which may have predisposed the audience to a lecture rather than a performance. At Amherst I had talked directly with the audience prior to the performance, asking them to participate in an upcoming sketch, "The Faculty Party"; at Northwestern I was grateful to have an efficient stage manager who took care of this responsibility. However, not interacting with the audience prior to the performance may have increased the demarcations between performer and audience, performance space and audience seats, making it difficult for the audience to cross into the performance space for improvisation. I am still working through how to effectively incorporate improvisation within a scripted performance as people continue to share with me their reactions to this work. And it is in this way that another challenge to the academy is offered.
The Lorde implores black men not to be frightened by homosexuality and encourages them to gather allies wherever they may be. 9. Stepping is a vigorous dance style created by African American fraternities and sororities, frequently presented as competitive challenges at step shows. For more information on this art form, see Fine (1991) and Malone (1996) .
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